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[T]he Negro is a sort of seventh son, born with a veil, and gifted with second-sight in this American world,-a world which yields him no true self-consciousness, but only lets him see himself through the revelation of the other world. It is a peculiar sensation, this double-consciousness, this sense of always looking at one's self through the eyes of others, of measuring one's soul by the tape of a world that looks on in amused contempt and pity. One ever feels his twoness,-an American, a Negro; two souls, two thoughts, two unreconciled strivings; two warring ideals in one dark body, whose dogged strength alone keeps it from being torn asunder.
For Stepto, Baker, and Gates, this double consciousness lies at the heart of African American artistic production. But their important and wide-ranging theoretical statements celebrate the Bakhtinian double-voiced subversiveness and the multivalent aesthetic expressiveness born in the fecund dualities of oppression. In the hands of these critics, the dynamic that Du Bois diagnoses as a spiritual and psychological burden becomes a powerful political and literary tool, "a nimble mental maneuver for fending off any overweening claim or any attempt to constrain and overdetermine the play of life" ( For these critics, the alienation, "dissociation of sensibility," and "hothouse virtuosity" (Cooke 5 ) that underlie the modernist anticommunity seem trivial from the African American perspective and "descriptive only of a bourgeois, characteristically twentieth-century, white Western mentality" (Baker, Modernism 7 We even find it difficult to be human beings, men with real flesh and blood of our own; we are ashamed of it, we think it a disgrace, and are always striving to be some unprecedented kind of generalized human being. We are born dead, and moreover we have long ceased to be the sons of living fathers; and we become more and more contented with our condition. We are acquiring the taste for it. Soon we shall invent a method of being born from an idea. But that's enough; I shall write no more from the underground....
The invisible man does not have the luxury of becoming contented with his condition. He does not strive to be some unprecedented kind of generalized human being-he has been made one by the dominant white society. Cooke, writing about Kafka, describes a similar situation:
It counts to Kafka's credit that an era should have gone so wholeheartedly into that space, and have emerged with a sense that one man's neurosis was every man's norm. Still, without invidiousness, the point may be made that those who take Kafka's vision as a mirror of Western culture tend to be the ones whose mirrors have g(u)ilt frames. One has more time to imagine oneself a cockroach if one's rooms are not overrun with such insects, or if one is not commonly treated as such.
Though Cooke denies that when "the conditions of actuality . . . are thought unpalatable, unnecessary, even improbable," the appropriate aesthetic is one of "mere correspondence . . . between the artistic work and the phenomenal data of... experience," he insists that "there is some justice in scrutinizing the fact that [Kafka's] imagination . .. has an intensely introspective bias," and he finds The Metamorphosis ultimately "gratuitous" and "grotesque" (6). Signifying on modernism allows Ellison to push his writing beyond any theory of "mere correspondence" and simultaneously to dramatize the enormous gulf between imagining oneself a bug and being treated like one. The first place to look for a madhouse of abandoned voices in Invisible Man is, of course, the Golden Day. In the scene immediately following the Trueblood episode, the narrator compounds his original mistake by taking the dazed Mr.
II
Norton to a saloon called the Golden Day. They arrive at the same time that "shell-shocked" black soldiers from the local veterans' hospital have come to drink and visit the prostitutes upstairs. The dialogue among these vets is polyphonic, nearly cacophonous-some of the richest and funniest exchanges in the book-and it draws on all the resources of double entendre and humor associated with signifying and the blues. As two of the soldiers carry Norton into the Golden Day, for example, one says to the other: "Look Sylvester, it's Thomas Jefferson." Sylvester replies that he has "long wanted to discourse" with the former president. Our first impression is that these veterans are indeed shell-shocked, speaking a language with significance only for them. But the ensuing dialogue forces us to reevaluate this view: What seemed insane babble has quickly become an astute comment on the blurring of black and white so often ignored and on a chapter in early American history that does not usually make it into textbooks. The invisible man only dimly perceives the dynamics of this kind of discourse: "Sometimes it appeared as though they played some vast and complicated game with me and the rest of the school folk, a game whose goal was laughter and whose rules and subtleties I could never grasp" (73). The laughter and subtlety also escape Norton, who holds most of the political and economic power in this scene. When one of the vets claims that he discovered a way to turn blood into money but that "John D.
Rockefeller stole the formula" from him, Norton fails to get the joke, to understand how the oppressed enrich the oppressor or to see Rockefeller as the butt of the vet's signifying. Norton only recognizes the denotative accusation of one of his own and responds with the assurance that the vet "must be mistaken" (80).
The veterans' conversations are shot through with the "languages" of various levels of society, and meaning is often multiple and circuitous. But the remarks also contain the deepest truths. When the invisible man, shoved to within a couple of inches of Norton's face, sees only a "formless white death" and begins to scream with "a shudder of nameless horror," one of the vets reminds him that Norton is " only a man" (84-85) 
While Norton may not be a god, he certainly represents the force that created the situation at the Golden Day. These veterans, men who "had been doctors, lawyers, teachers, Civil Service Workers ... a preacher, a politician, and an artist," find themselves confined to a mental hospital because they forgot "some fundamentals which [they] never should have forgotten" (73, 89). They suffer not from the shell shock of war but from the shock of coming home. They are modeled on the black soldiers who tasted freedom and dignity in France during World War I and returned less willing to tolerate the institutionalized oppression prevalent in America The Golden Day episode begins to show the underside of the blues, the limits of signifying. The paradox of suffering may produce a fertile artistic environment, a few small victories for Uncle Julius, some guilt money for Jim Trueblood, and the National Book Award for Ralph Ellison, but it does not remove the suffering or destroy many institutional and economic barriers. We begin to move from Bakhtin's affirmation of the power of underclass discourse to Nietzsche's bleaker view that action by the excluded "is fundamentally reaction" (37). The artistic deed, no matter how creative, remains socially futile. The veteran who used to be a doctor, after trying to explain himself to Norton and the invisible man, can finally only shout, "I'm sick of both of you pitiful obscenities! Get out before I do you both the favor of bashing in your heads!" But Norton has the last word, commenting, "Hurry, the man is as insane as the rest," as he recognizes that the power of the blues does not extend past the walls of the Golden Day (94).
The universe of paralysis that parallels the kinetic and fecund spaces of signifying and the blues surfaces in a scene from the Brotherhood section of Invisible Man. A "short broad man" in his cups turns to the invisible man and asks him to sing: "How about a spiritual, Brother? Or one of those real good ole Negro work songs?" Jack, the invisible man's mentor within the Brotherhood, senses "an outrageous example of unconscious racial chauvinism" and quickly says, "The Brother does not sing." The drunk replies, "Nonsense, all colored people sing." Without letting the invisible man respond, Brother Jack has the offender removed. Turning to find "everyone staring at me as though I were responsible," the invisible man can only counter with laughter and hysterical cries of "He hit me in the face with a yard of chitterlings" and "He threw a hog maw," statements that "no one seemed to understand" (304-05). After listening to a woman tell him, "I would never ask our colored brothers to sing, even though I love to hear them," the invisible man pauses to reflect on the paradoxical restraints at play in the episode: I was puzzled. Just what did she mean? Was it that she understood that we resented having others think that we were all entertainers and natural singers? But now after the mutual laughter something disturbed me: Shouldn't there be some way for us to be asked to sing? Shouldn't the short man have the right to make a mistake without his motives being considered consciously or unconsciously malicious? After all, he was singing, or trying to. What if I asked him to sing? 
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